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Buddhist practice does not seek to eliminate suffering in a conventional sense but rather to change how
we engage with it. Rather than seeing suffering (dukkha) as something to escape, we can approach it as
a process to understand and respond to skillfully.

Both the Buddha’s Four Noble Truths and Stephen Batchelor’s Four Tasks serve as foundational
frameworks for understanding suffering and living skillfully. However, Batchelor reinterprets the
traditional formulation in a way that shifts the focus from metaphysical claims to pragmatic ethical
practice. Let's compare and contrast them.

The Four Ennobling Truths

The Four Ennobling Truths provide a foundational framework for understanding suffering and
liberation:

1. Dukkha (Suffering) — Life contains suffering, including physical pain, emotional distress, and
dissatisfaction.

2. Samudaya (Origin of Suffering) — Suffering arises due to craving, clinging, and aversion.

3. Nirodha (Cessation of Suffering) — It is possible to experience the cessation of suffering by
letting go of attachment and reactivity.

4. Magga (Path to the Cessation of Suffering) — The Eightfold Path provides a way to cultivate
wisdom, ethical conduct, and mental discipline to navigate suffering skillfully.

The Four Tasks

The shift from Four Noble Truths to Four Tasks, as proposed by Stephen Batchelor, reframes these
insights as actions we can take in each moment:

1. Embrace suffering rather than resisting or avoiding it.

2. Let go of reactivity instead of clinging to desires and aversions.

3. Stop grasping and experience the cessation of reactivity.

4. Act skillfully by cultivating ethical, mindful, and wise engagement with life.

Key Differences:

1. Practical vs. Explanatory:
o The Four Noble Truths are structured like a medical diagnosis: suffering (problem),
cause (diagnosis), cessation (prognosis), and path (treatment).
o Batchelor’s Four Tasks remove the analytical framing and instead present the truths as
actions to engage in.
2. De-emphasizing Metaphysics:
o Batchelor avoids interpretations that suggest suffering has an "ultimate cause" and a
"final cessation."
o Instead of looking for an end state called "nirvana," he focuses on a continuous process
of skillful engagement.



3. Active Engagement vs. Conceptual Understanding:
o The Four Noble Truths describe what suffering is and how to overcome it.
o The Four Tasks tell us how to respond to suffering directly through practice.
4. Role of the Path:
o In the traditional model, the Eightfold Path is the final step, leading to cessation.

In Batchelor’s model, ethical and mindful engagement with life (i.e., the Eightfold Path) is the core of
the practice, not just a means to an end.

Three Levels of Suffering (Dukkha)

Suffering exists on multiple levels, and understanding these can help us see how our experience is
shaped:

1. Ordinary suffering — This includes bodily pain, emotional distress, and everyday discomforts.
These cannot be avoided but can be responded to wisely.

2 Impermanence (change) — Much suffering arises from our struggle with change, loss, and
instability. Pleasure, joy, and satisfaction are not stable, they change, decay, or disappear, leading to
dissatisfaction.

3 Conditioned suffering — This is the deepest level, where consciousness itself constructs
experience in ways that inevitably generate dissatisfaction.

Importantly, dukkha is not just something we experience passively, it is something we actively
construct through habitual mental processes. Recognizing this allows us to shift our relationship with
suffering.

Reflection and Discussion Exercises
Consider these questions in small group discussions and personal reflection:

1. How do we typically react to suffering—avoidance, distraction, resistance?

How does seeing suffering clearly (rather than denying or personalizing it) change how we

experience it?

What are practical ways to “embrace suffering” without getting overwhelmed by it?

4. Does recognizing the constructed nature of experience help us engage with suffering
differently?

5. What does it mean to “live with suffering” instead of trying to “fix” it?
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Closing Thought

By shifting from seeing suffering as a problem to be eliminated to an experience to be engaged with
wisely, we cultivate a way of living that is more open, responsive, and at peace with the conditions of
life. Instead of fighting against reality, we learn to navigate it with clarity and equanimity.



